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Ministry of Transport of the People's Republic of China 

HONG KONG — China’s clampdown on container line surcharges is partly a response by Beijing to the country’s 
slowing exports that in October declined by an unexpected 6.9 percent year-over-year, a sharp drop on the previous 
month. 
 
This is the view of Tom Behrens-Sorensen, co-founder and partner of Navisino Advisors and former chairman of 
Maersk China. 
 
"Chinese efforts to reduce carrier surcharges are not entirely unexpected given lackluster performance of China's 
exports and should be seen as one of several government initiatives to try to restore China's competitiveness,” he 
told JOC.com.  
 
Eleven carriers including Maersk Line, CMA CGM and Hong Hai Shipping agreed to reduce certain “non-appropriate” 
surcharges this month, saving China exporters millions of renminbi, according to information posted on Oct. 30 on the 
website of the National Development and Reform Commission. 
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Behrens-Sorensen said when THCs were introduced back in 1990s this was vehemently opposed by the Ministry of 
Commerce and Chinese Shippers’ Association.  
 
“Outcome this time around will depend on carriers' resolve and ability to build their case convincingly and to lobby 
relevant stakeholders,” he said. 
 
The actions on surcharges is part of an overall intensifying scrutiny of container line pricing in China over the past two 
years. Carriers were required in 2014 to file rates with the Shanghai Shipping Exchange and most didn’t object since 
rate filing occurs elsewhere such as with the U.S. Federal Maritime Commission. This year some carriers have seen 
fines in the hundreds of thousands of RMB for inconsistencies, and been warned that future fines will only go up. 
They have forced carriers in some cases to justify surcharges on the basis of the cost to provide the service. 
 
The crackdown on surcharges comes at a difficult time for the carriers that are all facing profitability pressures. 
Carriers see the move as an effort to reduce the costs of exporting at a time when the China and global economies 
are slowing and its exports are less competitive due to higher labor costs and low-cost competition from Southeast 
Asia.  
 
While October exports dropped 6.9 percent, China’s imports fell 18.8 percent as mainland consumption fell and there 
was less demand for raw materials as production remained weak. Combined exports and imports declined 8.5 
percent in the first 10 months of the year, a long way short of the official full-year growth target of 6 percent . 
 
China’s Commerce Ministry last week reportedly said the value of the country’s exports this year would match that of 
2014, although it expected a sharp drop in exports in the fourth quarter. 
 
The market is expected to improve from next year, with JOC Senior Economist Mario O. Moreno predicting imports 
from Asia will grow 6 percent year-over-year in 2015, and this growth will accelerate to 7.2 percent in 2016 and 7.4 
percent in 2017. 
 
Contact Greg Knowler at greg.knowler@ihs.com and follow him on Twitter: @greg_knowler. 
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